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Statistics that report women are trafficked for the purpose of sexual exploitation range from
4 million globally and annually to 500,000 annually from Eastern to Western Europe
alone. Moldova, a post-Soviet country, contributes to the trafficking of women as a result
of diminished women’s rights, the feminization of poverty, corruption and government
hesitation to commit to prevention, legal and prosecution reform, all of which make
Moldova a prime country of origin.
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Introduction
According to one author, the latest wave of trafficking of women (from Eastern to
Western Europe) now constitutes one-fourth of the world trade (Richard, 2000).
Nevertheless, within Europe, differing estimates of the numbers of women trafficked
for sexual exploitation confuse the issue. Figures report annual numbers between
100,000 and 200,000 (Bassiouni, 2001) to 500,000 (IOM, 1996 as cited in Kelly &
Regan, 2000) and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) suggest that the numbers
may be even higher. This paper discusses the factors that contribute to the trafficking
of women for sexual exploitation. The circumstances and social context that prevail in
the Republic of Moldova will be described as an illustrative case study.
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The Nature and Extent of Trafficking
Unfortunately many agencies lack the resources, intention, or agreement of a defini-
tion of trafficking and/or sound data collection methods, or rely solely on ‘official’
statistics to analyse the numbers concerning trafficking. NGOs’ statistics are a direct
result of their efforts to protect and care for trafficked women survivors, which include
those who independently seek help in addition to those brought to their attention by
official sources; and academics tend to use statistics gathered from both sources to base
their research. Consequently, figures are variable or one-sided, and caution should be
exercised when proclaiming such figures to encompass the entire phenomenon of traf-
ficking for sexual exploitation. Rather one should be cognizant that amplification and/
or a ‘dark figure’ of this crime may exist.
With this caveat in mind, since the early 1990s the wave of women trafficked from
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) to Western Europe has added to a global sex trade
worth an estimated annual US$10 billion (Mainville, 2003). According to the Swedish
NGO Kvinna Till Kvinna, approximately 500,000 women are trafficked each year into
Western Europe alone, wherein a large proportion of these women come from the
former Soviet bloc countries. The International Organization for Migration (IOM)
report that between 700,000 and 2 million women and children are trafficked across
international borders annually (IOM, 2001a); that in 1997, an estimated 175,000
women and girls were trafficked from CEE and Commonwealth of Independent States
(CIS) into Western Europe, and furthermore 120,000 women and children are traf-
ficked annually specifically into the European Union, mostly through the Balkans
(Organization for Security and Cooperation Europe [OSCE], 2002). Whatever these
figures may lack, they do tell us that there are a substantial number of women who are
trafficked within Europe and sexually exploited.
The trafficking of women for the purpose of sexual exploitation in Europe has under-
gone a boom in productivity and exploitation since the collapse of the communist
system in the former Soviet bloc and elsewhere in Eastern Europe. As a result of the shift
in the political and economic climate (from communist or socialist to capitalist),
unemployment and poverty have skyrocketed as the rule of law has declined. Ineffective
judicial and administrative systems have indirectly or directly supported black market
economies and corruption (OSCE, 2002).
It was reported at the United Nations and International Labour Organization confer-
ence in 2001 that up to 6,000 women and children from Eastern Europe are brought to
Britain, France, Switzerland, and the Netherlands each year by organized crime groups
(Choudhury, 2002). They come from cultures where girls are not considered as desir-
able as boys; are not afforded equal opportunity for education or work; and where the
selling of a young virgin girl can bring the family money for food and shelter (Johnson,
2002). Such causal factors appear more prominent in certain regions than in others.
Countries of Origin
Women promised lucrative employment opportunities in Western Europe find
themselves sold into slavery-like conditions and are held as virtual prisoners in cafés or
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brothels. Ninety per cent of foreign migrant sex workers in the Balkan countries are
victims of trafficking (OSCE, 2002) and at least 50,000 women are taken out of Russia
each year and become slaves abroad (Caldwell, Galster, & Steinzor, 1997). For instance,
in Israel, which is the main market for Russian prostitutes, 46% of prostitutes originate
from Moldova; 25% from Ukraine; and 13% from Russia and Central Asian Republics
(Novostei, 2002). An estimated 20–30 women and girls return to Moldova each month
from being trafficked abroad and most of them are coming back from the former Yugo-
slav Republics of Macedonia, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), Kosovo, and/or
Albania, additionally, the largest groups of women trafficked to Western Europe through
and from the Balkans are Moldovan, Albanian, Romanian, and Ukrainian (IOM, 2001a).
Nearby countries in South Central Europe seem to have the highest numbers of ille-
gal Moldovan immigrants. UNICEF reported that in the years 2000 and 2001, Turkey
had by far the highest number of deportations of Moldovans, with 6,610 followed by
Germany (654), Greece (317), and Italy (232) (UNICEF, 2000) suggesting that not all
were consenting migrants. IARS1 in 2000 found that of its 125 referrals, 71 cases or
46.7% were from Moldova (IOM & ICMC, 2000). An IOM study in the Balkans for the
years 1999–2000 (IOM, 2001a), reporting on a combined study from agencies that
assist trafficked women in the region, offered that from a total of 5,887 cases, 7% orig-
inated from Moldova and those assisted specifically by IOM, from a total of 697 cases,
the majority (46%) were from Moldova.
Transit and Destination Countries
Trafficking of women into BiH for forced prostitution surged in the late 1990s. The
region appears to have become a predominant transit and destination for trafficked
women in the wake of the humanitarian crisis and wars. With the presence of interna-
tional armed forces, international currency, and copious spending, a demand for a sex
industry has flourished (IOM, 2001b).
In a study by Caldwell et al. (1997), 60–80% of women trafficked into Germany and
one-fifth of the ‘dancer visas’ issued by Switzerland during that year were for Russian
women. Scanlan’s study (2002) found that where the Moldovan family members
abroad were female, the destination countries were primarily Turkey, Greece, and Italy.
Other destination countries for Moldovan women included Belgium, the Czech
Republic, France, Germany, Ireland, Israel, Romania, Ukraine, and the UK; in effect a
cornucopia of trafficking destinations exists with La Strada Moldova concurring in
2001 that there were 10,000 Moldovan women rescued from various European
countries2 (Revenco, 2002).
Strathclyde Police and the immigration authorities in Glasgow, Scotland in 2003
carried out a number of raids on saunas in the area and discovered that the women
arrested, detained, or questioned came from Moldova, Romania, Kosovo, Yugoslavia,
Thailand, and Poland (Henderson, 2003). TAMPEP3 (in 1997) detailed the proportion
of immigrant women among prostitutes in several European countries: 90% in Italy,
85% in Austria, 68% in the Netherlands, 62% in northern Germany, 50% in Spain,
45% in Belgium, 32% in southern Germany, and 25% in Norway and Sweden (Inter
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Press Service Islamabad, 2003) leading one to postulate that many were trafficked and
exploited into all parts of Europe.
Definitions and Perspectives
Trafficking does not occur in a vacuum (Robinson, 2002). It is a crime as a result of
various and combined social situations and circumstances, legal systems, people and
their needs. Trafficking is not one event but a series of constitutive acts and circum-
stances implicating a wide range of actors. When seeking a solution, tackling one aspect
of the equation would be futile (e.g., restricting migration) since other forces would
continue to impact (people’s need, social situations, poverty, violence, demand, and
criminal intent).
Trafficking has been defined by international, regional, municipal, and non-govern-
mental organizations and from varying ideologies. Some consider it a violation of a
woman’s human rights as she is a modern-day slave experiencing intimidation and
force, debt-bondage, limited freedom and independence, passport confiscation,
violence, objectification, and second class citizenship.
Others consider trafficking an issue of migration in that a woman has illegally pene-
trated borders without a proper permit or visa or stayed beyond her visa timeframe.
Several governments that consider the state to be the victim in this dynamic rather than
the woman who was trafficked and exploited adopt this perspective.
For others it is an issue of prostitution. One cannot separate the trafficking of women
for sexual exploitation without considering prostitution for it is for the purpose of
prostitution that these women are coerced, obtained, bought and sold, or willingly
engage and are then exploited. However, different ideologies, prostitution laws,
enforcement, and regulation practices among countries make it all the more difficult
to come to cross-border agreement on definitions of trafficking, implementation of
conventions or protocols, and/or counter trafficking measures. Some states apply a
prohibitionist approach (prostitution is prohibited and clients are punished); others
practice legalization or regulation (prostitution and the exploitation of the prostitution
of persons of full age is not punishable), and others apply an abolitionist approach
(prostitution is not an offence but its exploitation is) thereby complicating cross-
border research, discourse, and legal efforts.
Still others consider trafficking to be a problem of organized crime. This approach
stems mainly from governments or international bodies seeking a solution to the finan-
cial and legal victimization of its institutions. It considers trafficking of women as one
of the many types of criminal activities carried out by organized criminal networks in
addition to drug trafficking, weapons trafficking, or gambling that costs the state
money through its illegal activity and investigation and prosecution efforts.
Varying Definitions
With all the international and national, governmental and non-governmental, regional
and local agencies involved with the various components of trafficking, there is no
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common unified definition or agreed perspective of trafficking for sexual exploitation
(Coomaraswamy, 2000). Several of these agencies use the United Nation’s Convention
and subsequent Protocol (see below) yet within a global effort towards combating
trafficking, a unified mandate and definition is lacking. Furthermore, the historical
characterizations of trafficking in such conventions are outdated, ill-defined, and non-
responsive to the current realities (Coomaraswamy, 2000) and to the nature and extent
of the abuses inherent in and incidental to trafficking (Stewart, 1998).
One woman’s story of being trafficked is strikingly similar to the many thousands
who have been trafficked. Sometimes these women go willingly with the traffickers to
seek new jobs and new lives, sometimes they are coerced or kidnapped, and sometimes
they go with the knowledge that they will work in the sex industry, in ignorance of the
conditions (debt-bondage, earning no income, having no agency). Regardless of which
scenario pertains to any of the women trafficked each year, trafficking for sexual exploi-
tation involves certain key elements: 
1. the use of coercion or deceit to obtain and transport women;
2. deceit of intended destination and/or employment purpose and circumstances;
3. confiscation of her papers or identity documents; physical, emotional, and/or
sexual abuse or the threat of such and;
4. legal or illegal crossing of borders with recruiters or traffickers in tow.
For various reasons—political, ideological, judicial—each agency has their valid
reasons for choosing a definition that matches their needs and goals. Yet for a world-
wide concentration of resources to combat and prevent the trafficking of women for
sexual exploitation, a unified definition is an appropriate place to start. As it currently
stands, varying definitions among varying countries, their governments and agencies,
investigative and prosecutorial bodies, prevention and information campaigns, result
in a lack of cohesion. There are obstacles when attempting cross-border cooperation,
which further disadvantages trafficked women. They are often wrongly identified,
categorized, and registered, and as a consequence unwittingly forfeit their right to
receive proper assistance. Such conditions also influence the accuracy of data on traf-
ficking (IOM, 2001a) and the means and methods utilized to study the crime and assist
its victims.
The United Nations Convention
The United Nations 1949 Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons
and the Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others4 stands as the sole international
treaty on trafficking (Coomaraswamy, 2000). Along with its Protocol, it is the most
commonly applied tool to define trafficking. Although out-dated, it arises out of a
prohibitionist approach to prostitution and trafficking, it seeks to criminalize acts and
third parties associated with prostitution, though not prostitution itself, and lacking is
a specific focus on trafficking for sexual exploitation but rather it encompasses all
forms of trafficking.
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The United Nations Protocol
Supplementing the Convention, the updated Protocol5 better defines trafficking for
sexual exploitation as: 
(a) the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means
of threat or use of force or other forms of coercion of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of
the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability (1) or of the giving or receiving of
payment or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person,
for the purpose of exploitation (2) forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to
slavery, servitude or the removal of organs.
(1): The abuse of a position of vulnerability is understood to refer to any situation in which
the person involved has no real and acceptable alternative but to submit to the abuse
involved.
(2): Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others
or other forms of sexual exploitation.
(b) The consent of a victim of trafficking in persons to the intended exploitation set forth
in subparagraph (a) of this article shall be irrelevant where any of the means set forth in
subparagraph (a) have been used.
Factors that Contribute to Trafficking
Depending upon the region studied, some factors reveal themselves to be more relevant
than others and may be considered factors that facilitate or sustain trafficking since
such factors can ‘push’ or ‘pull’ people into its dynamic. But despite differences from
countries, regions, or cultures, a belief remains that some variables are consistently
more potent to women who become trafficked and sexually exploited (Kangaspunta,
2001) in particular from Eastern to Western Europe.
Predominant in the current fight against trafficking are legal measures and discourse,
yet even though causal factors are acknowledged as relevant in understanding traffick-
ing, they are often not considered. Nevertheless, any potential solution must include
the (proactive) study of causal factors that lead to the trafficking of women and not
solely the legal (reactive) efforts implemented to curb its growth or deter its criminals.
Push and Pull (Causal) Factors
Women leave their homes for many different reasons—one of the consequences of the
changes within the CIS has been to open doors to ‘a better life’ in the West (Caldwell
et al., 1997). In search of job opportunities, education, and/or to help support the
family, young women are ready to travel abroad (Henderson, 2003). The feminization
of poverty; declining public health; new forms of organized crime have all increased the
number of women and girls becoming victims of prostitution and trafficking
(Winberg, 2003).
The reasons behind a woman’s willingness to leave her country can be described
firstly as ‘push’ factors in terms of their influence on her decision (poverty, no job,
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escaping war, or familial violence) and secondly, as ‘pull’ factors that can draw her
knowingly or unwillingly to another country (demands of the sex industry, organized
crime networks, corrupt officials, perceived prosperity, or porous borders). Such causal
factors are at the root of trafficking (Winberg, 2003). For without these circumstances,
a woman is not willing to leave her country and consequently place herself in a position
of vulnerability with persons or agencies capitalizing on her needs and exploiting her.
Causal Factors in Moldova
Moldova is a relatively new country, proclaiming its sovereignty in 1990 and gaining its
independence from the Soviet Union on 27 August 1991, yet despite the perceived bene-
fits of this independence almost one-quarter of the population now lives below the
poverty line. Because trafficking is an issue encompassing varying perspectives, legisla-
tive issues, and social–political concerns, it is difficult if not impossible to establish vari-
ations of causality from the complex of interrelated factors influencing women in the
dynamic of trafficking (poverty, violence, corruption, demand of the sex industry, crim-
inal networks, and so on). Yet, push and pull factors are validated within the literature
of trafficking (Hughes, 1999; 2000; IOM, 2001b; Kelly & Regan, 2000), making the study
and analysis of such factors a worthy venture. The following are a brief itemization.
Economics
In the stricter sense, the feminization of poverty refers to the fact that women, who
despite supporting themselves or their families, are becoming the majority of the
poor (Goldberg & Kremen, 1990). Despite their rising level of education (Soviet pre-
collapse), today’s women are employed in jobs that are below their level of skill and
which result in lower rates of pay (McAndrew & Peers, 1981; Morgan, 1984 as cited
in Kremen, 1990). Women represented 68% in 1997 of the total number of unem-
ployed persons in Moldova and if working, earned 60–70% of men’s average salary
(International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights [IHF], 2000).
The feminization of poverty stems from a complex set of circumstances. It is impor-
tant, first of all, to recognize that although women are increasingly part of the labour
force, much of the work they do is unpaid (housekeeping, housewifery, childcare, elder
care). Further, such work keeps women from supplementing their earnings through
overtime pay or bonuses (Goldberg & Kremen, 1990). And stereotypical of certain
societies, husbands are still perceived as the family’s breadwinners and women as the
housekeepers and child minders; regardless of feminist advances and democratization.
Some societies are hesitant in accepting new forms of gender roles and therefore the
cyclical nature of the feminization of poverty continues.
Increasing poverty in Moldova is depriving many people of the means to sustain
themselves. Using a minimum poverty threshold of 120 lei per month (US$11.50), it
was determined that 58% of the population were living below the poverty line in 1998
(UNICEF, 20006). Social support networks have been cut, everything from education
to healthcare has now become chargeable, and the dimensions of poverty in Moldova
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are bigger than other CIS and CEE countries in transition (United Nations, 2000).
Scanlan (2002) reported similar claims. Over 70% of trafficking victims described
their material situation, prior to being trafficked, as either poor or very poor. Up to 1
million Moldovans at any given time, from a population of 4.5 million, are estimated
to be abroad whether for work or as a result of being trafficked (United Nations in
Moldova, 2000).
Violence
Domestic violence is not a new phenomenon in Moldova but reported incidents have
increased within the last decade during transition. The Moldovan legal framework does
not address domestic violence specifically but the Criminal Code provides for the
punishment of violence against the person as a general offence. As a general rule women
do not report incidents of domestic violence to the police and the reasons for non-
reporting relate largely to societal assumptions of domestic violence, police apathy, and
lack of adequate support systems or resources. Violent behaviour is often ‘inherited’ by
men from their older male relatives through social learning and culturally accepted
beliefs and stereotypes. Police officers, most of them male, often accept the excuse used
by the perpetrator that the wife’s attitude had provoked them. Figures from the IHF
Report indicate that 30% of all abused women share that information with a family
member or friend and only 9% visit a doctor. Younger or divorced women, however,
are more likely to speak to a friend about abusive behaviour perpetrated by the husband
or partner. For women who become trafficked from Moldova, most claim the reasons
they chose to leave their country was not necessarily to seek a better life somewhere else,
but to escape the terrible life they had at home (Revenco, 2002).
Officially reported cases of sexual abuse are almost non-existent (IHF, 2000). In an
attempt to gain a more reliable picture of sexual abuse, a survey conducted on physical
violence included questions about being forced to have sexual intercourse. The results
of the survey showed that physical violence is often associated with sexual violence. As
a whole, 4% of the interviewed women indicated that they had been forced into sexual
intercourse at some point. Article 102 of the Penal Code punishes sexual intercourse
involving the use of force with potential jail time of three to seven years. The penalty is
higher if the perpetrator committed a similar crime before, if the crime was committed
by a group of persons, if the victim was a minor, or if the crime resulted in severe conse-
quences to the victim (IHF, 2000). What constitutes severe consequences is not clear.
Additionally, an investigation can only be initiated once the victim has filed an official
complaint and provided forensic and other types of evidence (placing the burden of
proof on the victim), and most astounding is that if the victim agrees to marry the
perpetrator, the legal proceedings are dropped.
Social and Economic Rights
The lack of financial resources and poor infrastructure represent serious obstacles to
advancement in the area of education. As more families drop below the poverty line,
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practical access to education for children becomes difficult. The number of homeless
children has increased significantly in recent years, most of which are girls. A total of
1.7% of children receives no education at all or drops out of school (IHF, 2000). The
traditional gender stereotypes related to career development exert an even stronger
influence. Girls and women are socialized to be less assertive and are encouraged to
take up ‘gender-specific’ occupations, to have a successful marriage and family life.
Concerns arise from such constraints as it will be this second generation of girls who
grow up uneducated, poor, and marginalized, potentially willing to seek work abroad
and consequently become a victim within the cycle of violence and exploitation.
The economic crisis caused mainly by restructuring and privatization predominately
affects women. According to the Archive of the Department of Statistics, the rate of
unemployment in 1998 for women was 17.8% compared to 10.2% for men. This figure
for women represents a significant increase since 1994 when it was only 8.9% and
figures for 1999 show that the proportion of unemployed women (68%) is significantly
higher than that of men (37%). The report goes on to say that industrial sectors are
most affected. This sector was a high employer of women (85%). The incomplete tran-
sition towards a market economy has merely increased levels of poverty since, as a
consequence of the liquidation of many enterprises and institutions, many people lost
their jobs. Whilst economic stability is not assured by the open market, periodic infla-
tion and mass unemployment significantly affect the structure of the active population
and especially women’s situation within the economy.
As a general practice, women occupy jobs requiring a lower level of professional
skills and qualifications than men. Women’s average income is also lower, representing
60–70% of men’s average salary. From a legal point of view, men and women have
equal rights to vocational education and re-training. In practice though, many state-
owned enterprises were either liquidated or privatized and no attention has been paid
to the need for re-training personnel. As a result, only those who can afford to pay for
courses on modern business skills attend training activities. Additionally, women have
had to perform a huge amount of domestic work in Moldova due to the very low level
of access to services that help them with housekeeping and childcare. In many cases
they have to assume responsibility for elder parental care, for they too are without
work. Many families move in together to conserve living costs. Combined with stereo-
typical gender roles and attitudes, all of this permits women little time to dedicate to
professional development. They find themselves in a vicious circle that prevents them
from improving their living, social, and economic status.
Corruption and Organized Crime
State run agencies have little or no money and many civil servants are not paid for
several months at a time. This includes teachers, police, and border patrol officers who
also have families to feed and lives to support. With organized criminal groups having
strong ties throughout Europe and the financial means to continue in their lucrative
practices, such under-paid employees are susceptible to bribes and corruption.
Organized criminal groups have strong bases throughout many Eastern European
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cities, allowing easy integration of women into prostitution. Being offered immediate
cash to look the other way (not check travel permits or ignore the signs of a potential
trafficking incident) is an easy way to earn money for police and border guards, for they
too have families to support and cost of living expenses.
Preventative Strategies
Prostitution is illegal but the crime of trafficking of women for sexual exploitation has
only recently been recognized under Moldovan law. The government has consistently
expressed that trafficking of women for sexual exploitation is not a phenomenon that
affects Moldova regardless of the numbers of migrants passing through Moldova and
the astonishing amount of Moldovans who leave their country on a regular basis or are
returned home. The recent adoption of a law against trafficking will be slow in chang-
ing attitudes and generating committed engagement to long-term state-funded
prevention, policing, and prosecution resources.
Without a solid base of law, its enforcement and accountability, attempts to
combat trafficking will be futile. Acknowledgement of this crime must be a starting
point. Secondly, attention to the causal factors involved and the accounts of the
women who have been directly affected by trafficking, must be taken into account
when devising prevention, protection, and prosecution measures. Each country and
its policies concerning women (unemployment, inequality, laws against violence,
advocacy, attitudes, etc.) must be considered. It is these environments and experi-
ences that influence a woman’s decision to leave her home country in the first place.
There must be significant reasons if thousands of women wish to leave their home
and country.
From this basis, other governments and countries can be encouraged to offer
support, police and judicial cooperation, and victim assistance and reintegration.
Effective Approaches
Currently in Moldova non-governmental agencies seem to be doing most of the advo-
cacy and educational work regarding the trafficking of women. Agencies such as the
International Center for Women Rights Protection and Promotion ‘La Strada’ work
diligently on the issues of trafficking of women. La Strada Moldova forms one part of
the La Strada Network comprised of nine organizations implementing the La Strada
Programme Prevention of Traffic in Women in Central and Eastern Europe.7 La Strada
Moldova works to educate people about the potential dangers of travelling abroad for
work, about the realities of prostitution and café employment. It works to prevent the
trafficking of women, facilitating media contact and political lobbying and also to assist
in the safe return of trafficked women, provide social assistance and reintegration to
women who have been trafficked and returned home.
The International Organization for Migration8 is an inter-governmental body with
offices worldwide assisting persons to migrate safely and is also involved in education
and prevention campaigns concerning the trafficking of women and works to assist in
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the safe return and migration of trafficked women to their home countries or to third
countries for the purpose of resettlement.
Within each of these agencies, programmes are in place that advocate for legal codi-
fication, funding for telephone hot lines, information media campaigns, support,
education, and victim assistance measures such as community reintegration, resettle-
ment, educational training, and medical and psychological care. Unfortunately for
countries such as Moldova, limited acknowledgement from its national government
makes funding a constant struggle. Support is sought elsewhere and with the Stability
Pact for South Eastern Europe9 and other European bodies and national governments.
That external support and influence will be necessary for many years to come.
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